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Abstract 
Problem statement: Serving as an officer in international military operations is often demanding, and requires that the officer has 
a well-developed character. Character and character strength are difficult concepts to measure objectively. The most common 
method for measuring character strengths is with a rating instrument called VIA-IS (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). It employs 
subjective self-rating measures which may not reflect the character strengths actually displayed in difficult and particularly 
stressful situations. Observer-based measures of character strength are not yet developed in the research literature. Purpose of 
study: To design an observer-based instrument to measure vital character strengths during military field exercises at the 
Norwegian Military Academy (NMA). Method: 12 previously-determined character strengths required for succeeding as a 
military officer were introduced to participants in a workshop of experienced military officers with expertise in infantry 
disciplines. The purpose of the workshop was to construct observable measures of the 12 character strengths to assess military 
cadets during combat field exercises. The workshop participants developed several observable measures for each of the 12 
character strengths. Conclusion: The observable measures developed form the basis for an observational instrument to measure 
character strengths during military field exercises. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The Norwegian Military Academy (NMA) aims to develop both intellect and character in its cadets, and regards 
these as the central characteristics of officer competency. Systematic research is lacking on what specific character 
traits or character strengths are most important for Norwegian military army officers to succeed, and hence what 
character strengths the NMA should strive to develop in its cadets. The NMA has therefore decided to launch a 
research and development project to examine the nature of character, what specific character strengths are 
particularly crucial for military officers to develop, and if and how such character strengths can be developed in 
cadets at the NMA (Boe, 2014). A previous study by Boe, Bang, and Nilsen (in press a) revealed high correlation 
between two different groups in judging which of Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) 24 character strengths were the 
most relevant for Norwegian military officers. Twelve character strengths were identified, in rank order: leadership, 
integrity, persistence, bravery, citizenship, fairness, open-mindedness, social intelligence, love of learning, 
perspective, self-regulation, and creativity. 
In a similar study by Boe, Bang, and Nilsen (in press b), a group of experienced military officers also chose the 
exact same 12 character strengths as the military group in the previously mentioned study. A decision was made to 
develop an observational instrument of character strength based on these 12 character strengths. A workshop was 
held for a group of military officers at the NMA to develop an objective observational instrument to be used to 
assess character strengths during military field exercises.  
1.1. The purpose of the workshop 
The purpose of the workshop was to develop a methodology and process to create an objective observational 
instrument to measure character strength in cadets. The workshop had several aims: (a) to inform the 
observers/controllers (O/Cs) acting as supervisors in the upcoming field exercise about the ongoing project on 
character in military leaders, and research on character strength in general; (b) to emphasize that the project was 
endorsed by the leadership of the NMA who considered this research an important undertaking; (c) to motivate O/Cs 
to collect data during the upcoming field exercise by highlighting their crucial role in operationalizing the 
observational instrument under study; and (d) to identify which situations during the upcoming field exercise best 
exemplified the various character strengths for the O/C’s to observe. 
2. Method 
The workshop took place at the NMA and lasted 3 hours. The observers/controllers (O/Cs) acting as supervisors 
in the upcoming field exercise were called to participate in this workshop. They were informed that the aim of the 
workshop was to develop several observational criteria of character strengths to be used during field exercise. 
2.1. Participants 
Two participants from the NMA expert group that worked on the project “Character in military officers” 
facilitated the workshop. Seven subject-matter experts (SMEs) participated in the workshop. These SMEs were 
seasoned experts in infantry and field tactics with the average rank of captain in the Norwegian Army. All 7 were 
currently working at the Norwegian Military Academy as instructors in leadership, tactics, or as company 
commanders. The seven SMEs would later serve as observers/controllers (O/Cs) during an upcoming field exercise. 
3.2 Procedure 
The workshop agenda began by introducing the O/Cs to the project “Character in military leaders” (Boe, 2014), 
providing information on character strengths in general and which character strengths were believed most pertinent 
for military officers. The O/Cs were informed about the 12 character strengths the NMA expert group had chosen as 
most important, and that a group of military employees at the NMA had selected those same 12 character strengths 
(Boe, Bang, & Nilsen, in press a). The next phase of the workshop was to inform the O/Cs about their mission. They 
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were given the task of constructing a tool to be used during the upcoming field exercise to observe and judge 
character strengths. Some guidelines for developing an observational instrument and the methodology were 
provided. The O/Cs was requested to construct 3 to 4 observational criteria for each character strength. These 
observational criteria had to specifically relate to an exercise. The observational criteria were to be judged on a 5-
point scale, and had to be overt actions or patterns observable by the O/Cs (i.e. not covert thoughts). If possible, 
participants were asked to identify situations and/or phases of the exercise where they thought demonstration of the 
different character strengths would be easiest to observe.  
The O/Cs were asked to brainstorm and focus on identifying situations and criteria, rather than working out the 
details of their formulations for each criterion, as that would be addressed at a later stage. Finally they were told that 
a run-through of what should happen in the exercise would be conducted by looking at the exercise order. After 
informing the O/Cs about the guidelines they were asked to work in two groups. Their task in this phase of the 
workshop was to identify the best observational criteria for the various character strengths during the exercise. One 
O/C in each group served as group leader and editor, noting down observational criteria. The same O/C would brief 
the others at the end of the workshop about the observational criteria they had developed. 
3.3 Materials 
The O/Cs was divided into two groups. Each group was given 6 character strengths to work on. Table 1 gives an 
overview over the character strengths allocated to the two groups for them to create observational criteria.  
 
Table 1. An overview over the character strengths given to the two groups. 
Group 1 Group 2 
Leadership Citizenship  
 
Love of learning Integrity 
Self-regulation Fairness 
Bravery  Perspective 
Social intelligence Persistence 
 
Creativity Open-mindedness 
 
                  
Participants were all given a Norwegian translation of the 12 previously-chosen character strengths, including a 
short definition of each character strength (Bang, 2014). The purpose of providing this short definition was to 
support the participants when they discussed various possible observational criteria. We assumed it would be easier 
to formulate observational criteria if participants in both groups had a clear and common understanding of the 
various character strengths themselves. 
At the end of the workshop the participants were told that the observational criteria they had developed would 
serve as the basis for an observational instrument of character strength to be used during field exercises. They were 
also informed about the following: 
 
a. The expert group would develop the observational instrument based on their work and other input. 
b. The O/Cs would use the observational instrument during an upcoming field exercise. 
c. The expert group would host a session after the field exercise to learn how well the observational instrument had 
performed. 
d. The expert group would use data from the exercise to correlate rater assessments and cadet self-assessments of 
character strengths. 
e. The expert group would further refine the methodology in order to implement the observational instrument 
during the next combat fatigue course.  
f. The final observational instrument and assessment methodology were to be ready within 9 months. 
The O/Cs was given the task of identifying the best measures of the previously-chosen character strengths to be 
observed during simulations of the demands of war. At the end of the workshop the participants met together with 
the two facilitators. A discussion was conducted around the newly-developed observational criteria.  
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3. Results 
Group 1’s tasked was to develop observational criteria for the following 6 character strengths: leadership, love of 
learning, self-regulation, courage, social intelligence, and creativity. Group 2’s task was to develop observational 
criteria for the remaining 6 character strengths: citizenship, integrity, fairness, perspective, persistence, and open-
mindedness.  
4.1 The character strength leadership 
The character strength leadership was defined to the group as: To organize activities and ensure that they are 
implemented as planned, to make things happen through others, to get others to cooperate toward common goals, to 
safeguard positive relationships between team members. A short explanation was then given to the group as follows: 
People with leadership as a signature strength will tend to become informal leaders in social situations. They are 
comfortable leading people, become energized organizing others, emerge as the spokesperson for the group, and 
take the lead in emergency situations. 
Group 1 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer takes the initiative to establish the 
direction, interaction and commitment in a collective," "an officer communicates plans/intentions and goals," "an 
officer challenges and supports the solution to tasks," "an officer communicates intention - purpose, method and end 
state (for their unit) - and effectuates these intentions," "an officer facilitates the conditions for his or her 
subordinates to succeed," "an officer communicates with and to his or her subordinates/co-workers," "an officer uses 
his or her strengths/weaknesses to achieve goals," and "an officer aims to develop and reinforce subordinates’ 
qualities." 
4.2 The character strength love of learning 
The character strength love of learning was defined to the group as: To acquire and master new areas of 
knowledge, topics or skills, and to build on the knowledge one has already. The short explanation of the character 
strength read as follows: Love of learning is typically something teachers would like to see in their students, that 
leaders try to stimulate in their employees, and that parents encourage their children to develop. If you have love of 
learning as a signature strength, you will experience happiness by learning new skills, acquiring new knowledge, or 
immersing yourself in what you already know. There is a high probability you've always liked to go to school, read, 
and acquire new knowledge in all contexts where there is an opportunity to learn. 
The observational criteria created by group 1 were the following: "An officer seeks feedback," "an officer asks 
questions and shows curiosity," "an officer shows a willingness to change - 1. adapts behavior. 2. changes point of 
view. 3. changes the plan given new conditions," "an officer is willing to change, exhibits the will to change - when 
conditions are changed, consider changing the plan." 
4.3 The character strength self-regulation 
The character strength self-regulation was defined to the group as: To consciously regulate what one feels and 
how one acts, to exercise self-discipline, and to control one’s own impulses, needs and feelings. The short 
explanation of the character strength read as follows: The essence of self-regulation is one's ability to consciously 
take control of one’s own responses to achieve what one wants, or to live up to some standard (e.g., the expectations 
of others, norms in a situation, moral standards). ‘Responses’ means thoughts, feelings, impulses, desires, 
achievements and actions. An important element here is that the regulation is conscious and deliberate. It is not 
compulsive self-control.  
Group 1 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer shows stable and consistent behavior," 
"an officer reveals stable and positive/constructive behavior/appearance - does not judge others down," "an officer 
does not take liberties - 1. an officer takes care of him- or herself. 2. an officer does not evade his or her duty," "an 
officer maintains focus on the task under personal stress," "an officer maintains focus in stressful situations/personal 
stress," and "an officer can handle both success and failure, especially success." 
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4.4 The character strength bravery 
The character strength bravery was defined to the group as: To stick to one’s opinions and actions despite 
opposition, to not walk away from threats, challenges, difficulties, danger or pain. The short explanation of the 
character strength read as follows: Bravery is not the same as fearlessness - it revolves more around doing what 
needs to be done despite the fact that you are afraid. The brave are able to disconnect the emotional components of 
fear from the behavioral, so that they manage to resist the inclination to flee. Bravery can be displayed in different 
arenas/venues; both physical bravery (to put oneself in potentially physically dangerous situations), moral bravery 
(dare to say or do things that are unpopular or to resist peer pressure), and psychological bravery (dare to admit 
unpleasant things to themselves, the ability to meet serious, personal trials). People with bravery as signature 
strength will face dangerous, unpleasant, threatening situations face to face, in spite of the discomfort created by 
subjective and physical reactions. 
The observational criteria created by group 1 were the following: "An officer states his or her mind and sticks to 
it," "an officer does what he or she thinks is correct," and "an officer takes action even though the outcome is 
uncertain." 
4.5 The character strength social intelligence 
The character strength social intelligence was defined to the group as: To read and understand one’s own and 
others' motives and feelings, knowing what to do to fit in different social situations, knowing what makes others 
thrive. The short explanation of the character strength read as follows: It's about being able to read other people's 
feelings, states of mind, themes and moods from intonation and facial expressions, understand why oneself and 
others feel like they do, being able to utilize emotional information in order to achieve cooperation with others, to 
understand how one should behave in different situations, and actually adapt one’s behavior to the situation. 
Group 1 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer creates and maintains relationships," "an 
officer shows empathy," and "an officer talks with and listens to others – does not discriminate." 
4.6 The character strength creativity 
The character strength creativity was defined to the group as: Finding original/surprising/ unusual ways of acting 
and thinking that are useful and usable. The short explanation of the character strength read as follows: Creativity 
can reveal itself in many different ways, and is certainly not limited to art and culture, although these are the areas 
we perhaps primarily associate with creativity. It's about being able to find original ways to solve problems and 
achieve goals, to combine existing knowledge in new ways, and to see new approaches to issues one is working on. 
People with creativity as a signature strength will rarely be satisfied with doing things the conventional way. 
Group 1 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer expresses new ways of thinking/feeling," 
"an officer expresses new perspectives and approaches related to the task," and "an officer uses new/existing 
information in combination with new/existing methods and resources to gain an advantage." 
4.7 The character strength citizenship 
The character strength citizenship was defined to the group as: To work well as a member of a group or a team, 
to be loyal to the group and its goals, to set their own goals and needs aside in order to contribute to the realization 
of the overall goals. The short explanation of the character strength read as follows: It's about identifying with and 
feeling commitment towards the group or groups one is a member of, and working hard so that the group will 
succeed, rather than being primarily concerned about one’s own success. People with citizenship as a signature 
strength will often be seen as good, loyal and conscientious team players who always take their share (or more) of 
the workload. 
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Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer works hard so that the group will 
succeed", "an officer is able to put the group ahead of him- or herself," "an officer ‘takes one’ for the team," "an 
officer is a loyal and dutiful team player," and "an officer always takes his or her share (or more) of the workload." 
4.8 The character strength integrity 
The character strength integrity was defined to the group as: Being genuine, honest and sincere in everything one 
says and does, taking responsibility for one’s own feelings and actions, dislikes pretense in self and others. The 
short explanation of the character strength read as follows: Integrity and honesty is about being honest with oneself 
and others, and remaining steadfast and open for what one means, feels and does. People with integrity as signature 
strength feel it is more important to be themselves than to be popular, and dislike embellishing the truth to achieve 
something. They will be keen to keep their promises, despite the fact that it might cost, and they may have low 
tolerance for others who pretend they are something other than what they are. 
Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer is him- or herself in the leader role and 
does not change with the different roles," "an officer speaks up when others do not contribute," "an officer appears 
honest and sincere, and is not afraid to disagree with something," and "an officer does not bend the truth and says 
things as they are." 
4.9  The character strength fairness 
The character strength fairness was defined to the group as: To treat all people equally and fairly, not letting 
one’s own motives and emotions affect how one perceives and treats others, to give others a fair chance. The short 
explanation of the character strength read as follows: It's about the human ability to make moral judgments - about 
what is right and wrong, fair and unfair. People with justice as signature strength could never bring themselves to 
use other people to achieve things themselves. They have a strong sense of justice and are often concerned that 
everyone deserves to be respected as human beings, regardless of what they stand for or have done. They manage to 
put aside their own personal prejudices. 
Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer treats everyone equally," "an officer does 
not favor certain types of behavior in others," "an officer respects others' opinions," and "an officer shows an ability 
to make sound moral judgments." 
4.10 The character strength perspective 
The character strength perspective was defined to the group as: Giving wise advice to others, considering the 
world in ways that are meaningful and sensible for others to see the big picture, to have enough insight to recognize 
their own limitations. The short explanation of the character strength read as follows: Perspective usually occurs 
through a combination of intelligence, acquired knowledge, a broad base of experience, good judgment and not least 
the ability to combine these sources of wisdom. People with perspective as signature strength will find it easy to 
handle complex issues and will manage to maintain a holistic perspective on the matter. Others come happily to 
them for sound advice, to get help to solve problems, and put things in perspective. 
Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer shows ability to see the whole picture," 
"an officer uses knowledge, skills, and experiences to show good judgment," "an officer displays enough insight to 
recognize his or her own limitations," and "others use the officer to expand their horizons." 
4.11 The character strength persistence 
The character strength persistence was defined to the group as: To conduct what one has begun, to stay the 
course despite obstacles, to take pride in doing things properly and at the right time.  The short explanation of the 
character strength read as follows:  Persistence or perseverance is about completing work despite being tedious, 
frustrating and difficult, even when other and more exciting things distract. Those with persistence as signature 
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strength get things done with good humor and little complaining, and they always do what they have said they will 
do (or more) - never less. 
Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer performs assigned tasks conscientiously 
despite seeming tedious and frustrating", "an officer performs assigned tasks conscientiously although he or she can 
get away with inferior solutions", "an officer gets the tasks done with good humor and little moaning," "an officer 
shows an absence of self-pity", and "an officer always does what he or she has said he or she will do (or more) - 
never less." 
4.12 The character strength open-mindedness 
The character strength open-mindedness was defined to the group as: Thinking things through and examining 
them from all angles, not jumping to conclusions, relying on solid evidence and weighing them fairly to make 
decisions, being able to change your mind in light of evidence. The short explanation of the character strength read 
as follows: Open-mindedness is both about the ability to thinking things thoroughly and critically through, and being 
open-minded to evidence that goes against one’s own beliefs. It is about the ability to process information 
objectively and rationally. People with open-mindedness as signature strength, will experience the ability to change 
one’s mind as a strength. They dislike others who jump to conclusions, who have preconceived opinions, who have 
a tendency to think in ways that favor one’s current views, or who are not willing to change their mind in light of 
evidence. 
Group 2 came up with the following observational criteria: "An officer shows an ability to change his point of 
view if new relevant information appears," "an officer shows an ability to be thorough and patient (analytical) in 
relation to solving missions," "an officer is mentally open to other views," "an officer demonstrates the ability to 
process information objectively and rationally," and "an officer shows the ability to make good decisions on the 
basis of his or her information."  
4. Conclusion 
The purpose of this paper was to present the process and methodology for developing an observational 
instrument to be used to observe and judge different character strengths during military field exercises. The concepts 
of character and character strength are not easy concepts to measure objectively. Subjective self-score methods do 
not necessarily address true character strengths in difficult and stressful situations. Twelve important character 
strengths selected previously as the basis for our observational instrument were introduced to observers/controllers 
during a workshop. The purpose of the workshop was to construct observable measures of these 12 character 
strengths in future officers. The workshop participants developed several observable measures for each of the 12 
character strengths. These observable measures will later be used to assess cadets during field exercises at the NMA. 
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